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(ABSTRACT)

The lack of a working definition for college-level
course work affects the transfer of credit which means that
a community college transfer student may have to repeat one
or more courses at the four-year institution or may have to
take more than the required number of courses to obtain a
baccalaureate degree. Community colleges need to ensure
that every course designated as a transfer course will be
transferable to a receiving institution. Four-year colleges
and universities should expect that the courses they accept
in transfer meet the same standards required within their
own curricula. The defining characteristics of "college
level" should be identified to facilitate equitable transfer
of course credit and to insure that transfer students are
prepared academically to continue their baccalaureate
studies.

This study explored the defining characteristics of



lower-level college course work in a Maryland community
college and university, specifically in the disciplines of
mathematics and English. Simultaneously, the
characteristics of community college-level course work were
compared with those of the university. The researcher
analyzed the implications suggested by an in-depth content
analysis of the data.

The data-gathering methodology utilized the qualitative
research method of semi-structured elite-interviewing which
allowed for in-depth exploration of the opinions of the
knowledgeable individuals involved in the issue being
studied. A set of broad, open-ended interview questions
were designed to gather information from community college
and university professors of mathematics and English. The
analysis of the interviews included organizing the data into
domains; generating categories, themes, and patterns; and
comparing and contrasting the community college analysis
with the university analysis and the disciplines against
each other. There were more similarities than differences
in the comments among and between the groups, and the
analysis resulted in the identification of eight categories

of characteristics defining college-level course work.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Community colleges comprise‘the largest segment of
American higher education with over 1200 institutions and
five million students. Because these institutions are the
first step for many students entering higher education,
their effectiveness is crucial (Smart & Hamm, 1993).

Started in the early 1900s as primarily university parallel
junior colleges, their mission was to provide lower-level
(freshman and sophomore) course work. The separation of the
first two years of collegiate education from the upper level
was primarily a means of diverting students away from the
university, thus protecting the university and allowing it
to be free to pursue its higher tasks of research and
advanced professional training (Brint & Karabell, 1989).
Until the 1950s, transfer programs accounted for 60 to 70
percent of total enrocllment, and student transfer rates
routinely served as a critical measure of institutional
success (Lombardi, 1979; Medsker, 1960). An indication of
the success of community college transfer students was shown
in a 1965 study, where 62 percent of the 7000 community
college students studied received bachelor degrees within
three years of transfer with the prediction that at least 75
percent would ultimately graduate (Knoell & Medsker, 1965).
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By the end of World War II, the junior colleges’
mission began to change. Federal funding through the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (G.I. Bill) was made
available to veterans so that they could obtain a college
education, and many veterans responded to this offer
regardless of their preparation for college. The junior
college mission at that time included open access, admitting
all applicants regardless of their academic background and
making it necessary for junior colleges to provide more
remedial courses. In a further attempt to meet the needs of
the new student population, more vocational courses were
introduced into the curriculum.

In the 1960s, the major junior college functions were
general education, transfer programs, and preparation for
entry level employment, along with remedial course work.

The student population consisted of recent high school
graduates from families whose economic status was generally
above the poverty level. There was a clear distinction
between transfer course work and vocational education
(Knoell, 1991). Although junior colleges in the early 1960s
had open-access policies, there were no special efforts made
to recruit students from ethnic minority or other
disadvantaged groups.

By the 1970s, the junior colleges were called community
colleges and the student population had changed to one

2



consisting of many part-time, older students who worked
full-time, including many women. Community colleges in the
mid-1980s established equal educational opportunity and
affirmative action programs to attract, prepare and enroll
students from previously under-represented groups (Knoell,
1991). As a result of these efforts, a larger proportion of
lower socio-economic background students enrolled.
Differences in social class imply, generally, less interest
in general educational goals (Deegan & Tillary, 1985). The
combination of the lower ability of the community college
student and their socio-economic background resulted in a
less rigorous academic climate than may be found in four-
year colleges and has had a significant effect on the
community college’s lower-division, transfer programs that
were intended to lead to the baccalaureate degree (Eaton,
1994). Community college critics have noted a perceived
deterioration in the quality of baccalaureate preparation
for community college students (Cohen & Brawer, 1989;
Richardson, Fisk and Okun, 1983).

The literature indicates that community colleges have
lowered their academic standards, providing less than
college-level course work (Cohen & Brawer, 1987; Eaton,
1994; Richardson, et al, 1983). This decline in standards
has tended to make it more difficult for transfer students
to succeed at four-year institutions. If successful transfer
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is still considered to be a critical measure of
institutional success, it is important to note that current
national data indicate that approximately 17 to 20 percent
of community college students transfer to four-year
institutions. Fewer than 25% of these transfer students
complete a bachelor’s degree (Hull, 1993).

Community college critics have questioned the academic
reputation of the community college because of the open-
access policy, the predominance of vocational and
occupational course work, the extent of the remedial
education programs, and the decline of academic standards.
"The most pervasive and long-lived issue in community
colleges is the extent to which their courses are accepted

by the universities" (Cohen & Brawer, 1991, p. 286).

Statement of the Problem

No definition of college level appears to exist in the
literature as it applies to college course work. While this
absence of definition may be troublesome for four-year
colleges and universities, this situation is of critical
importance for the community colleges. The open access of
community colleges, their extensive remedial programs and
occupational curricula have led many four-year colleges to
question the level of academic course work at two-year
colleges, a situation which affects the transferability of
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course work. The absence of consensus about the defining
characteristics of college-level course work has left higher
education without norms by which the quality of their
coursework can be evaluated. The development of defining
characteristics of college level would assist curriculum
designers in higher education as they address the issues
raised by their critics, and in particular those critics who
question the academic level of community colleges. What is
needed, before such development can occur, is a
determination of the differences and similarities in
defining "college level" between and among community college
and four-year college faculty who teach college-level

courses.

Purpose of the Study

The general purpose of this research study is to
identify any differences and/or similarities between and
among selected faculty members at a community college and a
university in what they perceive to be the defining
characteristics of college-level course work. In order to
accomplish this purpose, the following research question
will be addressed:

What are the perceived similarities and
differences between and among community college
and university English and mathematics faculty in
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defining the characteristics of college-level

course work.

Significance of the Study

The major significance of this study is that, to the
best of the researcher’s knowledge, this is the first
systematic study that explores a consensual definition of
college-level course work. The objective of this study,
therefore, is to explore the defining characteristics of
college-level course work in a Maryland community college
and university. The exploration of the defining
characteristics of college-level course work may be valuable
for several reasons. The lack of a working definition for
college-level course work affects the transfer of credit
which means that a community college transfer student may
have to repeat one or more courses at the four-year
institution or may have to take more than the required
nunber of courses to obtain a baccalaureate degree. This
delay in degree completion has an economic impact on the
student in terms of additional tuition and delay in entering
the job market, and has had major implications for federal
financial aid recipients and the cost to taxpayers (Bender,
1990).

The academic image of the community college has been
questioned by four-year colleges and universities because of
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its open-access policy, its predominance of
vocational/occupational course work, the extent of its
remedial education program, and its alleged declining
academic standards. Richardson et al. (1983) presents the
academic situation at an open-access institution in his

Literacy in the Open-access College. He quotes Boyer and

Hechinger (1981) noting that the changes

in the characteristics of those matriculating are

only one part of the picture....once admitted, a

more diverse clientele has exerted steady pressure

on curriculum and teaching methods (p. 1).
Grading procedures have been altered in many open-access
colleges to allow withdrawal through the last day of class
without penalty. As a result, those who would fail at
college simply withdraw and, if they wish, return the
following semester. Financial aid policies have placed
pressure on institutions to broaden the definition of
courses that may be counted for degree credit ... . The
failure of many open-access institutions to monitor their
students’ progress has led to "public skepticism about
institutions’ concern for students as learners" ...
(Richardson, et al., 1983, p. 1).

Two-year institutions want to ensure that every course
designated as a transfer course or as general education will
be transferable to a receiving institution. Four-year
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institutions want to be sure that the courses they are
expected to accept in transfer meet the same standards
required within their own curricula. Some university
faculty have contended that many community college courses,
though seemingly comparable based on catalog descriptions,
lack the depth, rigor, and breadth of subject matter taught
in the first two years of a baccalaureate institution
(Dziech & Vilter, 1992). There needs to be a general
philosophy that permits the application of course credit
where appropriate even when there is not an exact course
equivalent within a receiving institution’s curriculum.
Underlying this philosophy should be the defining
characteristics of college-level course work. The defining

characteristics of colleqe level should be identified if

transfer of course credit is to be equitable and if transfer
students are to be prepared academically to continue their
baccalaureate studies.

Because of the limited academic preparation of many of
their students, community college instructors have lowered
academic standards and student requirements (Richardson et
al., 1983). Instructors have required little if any outside
reading. Objective tests have been utilized rather than
essays because of the poor performance by students on essay
exams. Lowering academic standards also means that rote
memory is acceptable and often students have not been
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required to synthesize information or think critically.

Many students attend their local community college with
the goal of transferring to a four-year institution to
complete their baccaluareate studies. These students enroll
at the community college to earn lower-level (freshman and
sophomore) general education credits. Lowering academic
standards means that students who plan to transfer, or to
sit for certifying exams, may not have the prerequisite
preparation to succeed at the junior level of four-year
colleges or universities, or to be successful on exans.

Transferability of course work from two- to four-year
colleges is often not an easy process. The economic and
time factors inherent in transfer are important factors for
many groups (i.e. students and taxpayers). The student
population is mobile, with students transferring from one
institution to another at an expanding pace. If students
are required to repeat courses, or take additional credits
after transfer, this proves costly to the institution, the
state and/or local funding bodies, and to the student’s
tuition, and room and board, and extended time before
entering the job market.

Many state legislatures are mandating the strengthening
of academic programs in high schools and college (Bender,
1990) . Without the defining characteristics of college
level, there is no objective way to evaluate if appropriate
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standards are being met. It is important to be able to
verify lower division collegiate level courses with
standards of rigor in order to satisfy the four-year point

of view (Bender, 1990).

Delimitations of the Study

The study was limited to the discipline areas of
English composition and literature, and mathematics. The
findings of exploratory research should be generalized with

caution to other populations with similar characteristics.

Limitations of the Study

This exploratory study was conducted with professors at
Maryland’s largest public university and its largest
community college, utilizing the technique of elite-
interviewing. The elites in this study were identified by
their colleagues and selected for interviews based on their
expertise in areas relevant to the research (Marshall &
Rossman, 1989). Those chosen for this research have
expertise in teaching college-level course work and have
worked as advisers to college students. 1In addition, many
of those interviewed have worked on articulation issues.
Interviewees were chosen in consultation with the Assistant
Vice President for Undergraduate Affairs at the university,
and through the researcher’s personal knowledge, in
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consultation with the instructional deans at the community
college.

Potential bias is introduced into any study that uses
impressions and opinions of interviewees as a major source
of data. Researcher bias also poses threats. Included
among the problems are difficulties in establishing rapport
with interviewees, biased questioning, and preconceived
ideas about the existence and relative importance of certain
factors in the analysis of data. The following steps were
taken to reduce these sources of bias: taping of
interviews; recording in a journal the impressions of
interview situations; and, the use of the same broad general

questions and probes.

Chapter Organization

The first chapter presents the rationale for the study
and consists of the introduction, the statement of the
problem, the purpose statement, and research questions.
Chapter I also includes a section on the significance of the
study, the delimitations and limitations of the study, and
definitions of terms used. Chapter II includes the
literature relating to standards in higher education, the
history of the community college tracing the evolving
academic reputation of the community college, and the
references to characteristics defining college-level course
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work. In Chapter III, the method used, selection of the
sample, and the procedures for collecting and analyzing the
data, as well as the method associated with interviewing are
presented. Chapter IV presents the data analysis and
findings in the form of patterns and associated categories
derived from interview responses. It also presents data
related to the research questions. Chapter V summarizes

the study, provides interpretations and conclusions related
to the research questions, and presents recommendaticns for

further study.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction to the Review of Literature

This chapter provides a conceptual background for
questions addressed by the study as well as the theoretical
basis for the research design. The review of the literature
focuses on: 1) the issue of academic standards in higher
education, 2) an historical perspective of the community
college in the United States, 3) the academic reputation of
the community college, and 4) current references to the
characteristics defining college-level course work,
including issues surrounding the need for an exploration of

the defining characteristics of college-level course work.

Academic Standards in Higher Education

There is an appalling incoherence in American higher
education and there has been an inability or unwillingness
to take common action to rectify this incoherence (Adelman,
1986; Cohen & Brawer, 1987; and Rudolph, 1977). Colleges
and universities appear to have made no attempt to integrate
pedagogy into any single type of undergraduate curriculum
(Carnegie, 1987), resulting in no absolute standards
regarding college curriculum (Cohen & Brawer, 1987). We
have unfortunately lost any definition, if there ever was
one, of what clearly distinguishes between pre-college and
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college-level academic work (Adelman, 1986). There is a
national academic accounting system that translates the
undergraduate experience into units and grade points that
are accepted despite wide variations in the content and
quality of instruction (Carnegie, 1987). The degrees
offered at American colleges simply record the successful
completion of a number of requirements--generally common to
most institutions, but which vary greatly in specific detail
as to their intellectual content, subject matter, rigor, and
difficulty (Carnegie, 1987). The diversity among higher
education institutions leaves colleges without generally
recognized reference points in the quest for quality
(Carnegie, 1987). Course content and level are seldom
considered when students transfer credits from one college
to another, but content and level are a consideration for
community college transfer students, whose course work is
often not considered by some as college level. This concern
is discussed in more detail later in this review of the
literature.

In 1984, two national reports on higher educaticn were
published. The National Institute for Education (NIE)’s

report entitled Involvement in Learning: Realizing the

Potential of American Higher Education was a response to A

Nation at Risk; The Imperative for Educational Reform which

is a study of elementary and secondary education in the
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United States. NIE’s report presents its perception of the
decline of American undergraduate education and included in
its warnings a need for "an assessment of stated acacdemic
and social standards" (Simpson & Frost, 1993, p. 14). The
second report published by the National Endowment for the

Humanities (NEH), To Reclaim a Legacy: A Report on the

Humanities in Higher Education, suggests a reshaping of the

undergraduate curricula (Simpson & Frost, 1993). In 1985,
the Association of American Colleges (AAC) published

Inteqrity in the College Curriculum: A Report to the

Academic Community which looks at "the faculty’s role in

curriculum decay" (Simpson & Frost, 1993, p. 14). The AAC
report states "that undergraduate courses lack structure,
and suggests incorporating a framework in the curriculum
that includes processes, methods, and modes to develop
understanding and judgement" (Simpson & Frost, 1993, p. 14).

In 1987, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching, published College: The Undergraduate Experience in
America. The author, Ernest Boyer, surveyed 500 faculty and
4500 undergraduates and documented widespread deficiencies
among which is the lack of purpose in the college curriculum
(Boyer, 1987, cited in Simpson & Frost, 1993).

In addition to the publications of formal education
organizations, individual writers published their opinions
of the state of American higher education. 1In 1987, Allan
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Bloom published The Closing of the American Mind: How

Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the

Souls of Today’s Students. Bloom’s opinion is that the

higher education curriculum lacks breadth and includes a
"proliferation of trendy composite courses" (Simpson &
Frost, 1993, p. 16). Derek Bok, former president of Harvard
University, in his publication Higher Learning, asks how
well America’s universities "are educating their students
and how they can improve" (Simpson & Frost, 1993, p. 16).
The majority of publications looking at the problems in
higher education "take aim at the professoriate and its
commitment or lack of it, to good teaching" (Simpson &
Frost, 1993, p. 16). Two highly critical works on higher

education Prof. Scam: Professors and the Demise of Higher

Education and The Hollow Men: Politics and Corruption in

Higher Education by Charles Sykes point to faculty as one of

the most serious problems in America’s higher education

(Simpson & Frost, 1993). Economist Martin Anderson in

Impostors in the Temple, and Roger Kimball, managing editor

of The New Criterion in Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has

Corrupted Our Higher Education and Page Smith, founding

Provost of the University of California at Santa Cruz, in

Killing the Spirit: Higher Education in America, all point

to the faculty as being the problem with the decline in
American Higher Education (Simpson & Frost, 1993). It
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appears that well-researched publications are balanced with
independent observers, and the conclusions are similar--
there needs to be an increased emphasis on good teaching.
Experimentation in colleges has led to new structures, new
goals, and different abilites of students--and not all
efforts are compatible (Carnegie, 1987), leading to what
Daniel Bell feels has been a disintegration of college
curriculum (Keller, 1983). According to a 1992 report by
the Aspen Institute, critics of American higher education
note that there are widespread concerns about the quality
and the content of the curriculum and criticisms of college
faculty have increased. There are concerns about how much
and what college students are learning, and there is an
apparent lack of a strong interest in some higher education
circles on measuring educational outcomes in order to make
this determination. The Aspen Report states that the weight
of available evidence confirms that too little learning is
currently occurring in general at the undergraduate level.
Also noted in this report is that effective teaching is
critical and often goes unexamined as a component in
determining how much learning occurs. Dissatisfaction is
felt by many faculty members and administrators as well as
students. Colleges and universities must change the fact,
as well as the appearance, of low standards by increasing
academic rigor (Aspen, 1992). This point has even been made
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